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Theorising Violence:  







How does colonial violence generate anticolonial resistance? Is violence ever 
justified, whether as an end or as a means? What aesthetic strategies do writers deploy to 
legitimate the exercise of violence? What is the relationship between militant insurgency and 
literary form? 
Posing these and other questions, this course offers an introduction to postcolonial 
theory through the lens of critical engagements with anticolonial violence. We examine 
theoretical and empirical defenses of anticolonial violence across several cultural and 
geographic contexts, including Algeria, Iran, Egypt, Ireland, Germany, and North America. 
Readings traverse a wide range of disciplines, including literary studies, history, philosophy, 
and political theory. 
We will engage classic European texts on the philosophy of violence as well as 
reactions to colonial violence across the colonized world. We will also revisit political 
theories of violence in order to examine their relevance to understanding violence in the 
modern and contemporary periods. Comparing the experience of violence across a wide 
variety of colonial and colonizing contexts, this course contemplates the limits of the modern 
state’s monopoly on violence, while suggesting how literary texts sustain, support, and 
problematize resistance to colonial regimes. 
Each seminar will be structured around one or more primary texts, which will be 
closely and critically analyzed with regard to stylistic features, literary devices, and 
ideological content. Students will be encouraged to reflect critically on the range of classic 
and contemporary texts pertaining to the theory of colonialism and violence, while also 
engaging in cross-cultural comparison and practicing interdisciplinary methodologies. The 
comparative and interdisciplinary approach of this course will train students in the 
methodologies most relevant to the MA in Comparative Cultures in the School of Modern 
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Seminar Schedule & Assigned Readings       
 
Seminar 1: Introduction to class and topic. Walter Benjamin: Law-Making and Law-
Preserving Violence. 
 
Primary Text: Benjamin, Walter. “Critique of Violence.” In Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, 
Autobiographical Writings, edited by Peter Demetz and translated by Edmund Jephcott, 277-
300. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978.  
 
Seminar 2: Frantz Fanon: Violence as Catharsis 
 
Primary Text: Fanon, Frantz. “On Violence.” In The Wretched of the Earth, translated by 
Richard Philcox, 1-62. New York: Grove, 2004 [1961].  
 
Secondary Readings:  
1) Bhabha, Homi K. “Foreword: Framing Fanon.” In The Wretched of the Earth, by 
Frantz Fanon and translated by Richard Philcox, vii-xlii. New York: Grove Press, 
2004 [1961]. 
2) Memmi, Albert. “The Impossible Life of Frantz Fanon: Translation and Notes by  
Thomas Cassirer and G. Michael Twomey.” The Massachusetts Review 14.1 (1973): 
9-39. 
 
Seminar 3: Frantz Fanon: Anticolonial Nationalism & Woman’s Liberation 
 
Primary Text: Fanon, Frantz. “Algeria Unveiled.” In A Dying Colonialism, translated by 
Haakon Chevalier, 35 – 68. New York: Grove Press, 1965.  
 
Secondary Readings:  
1) Vergès, Françoise. “Creole Skin, Black Mask: Fanon and Disavowal.” Critical 
Inquiry 23.3, Front Lines/Border Posts (1997): 578-595. 
2) Gould, Rebecca. “Engendering Critique: Postnational Feminism in Postcolonial 
Syria.” Women Studies Quarterly 42.3/4 (2014): 209-229. 
 
Seminar 4 Anticolonial Violence in Sunni Islam (from Jihad to Hijra) 
 
Primary Texts:  
1) Qutb, Sayyid. “Jihad in the Cause of God.” In Milestones, 31-49. Indianapolis: 
American Trust, 1990.  
2) Fodio, Usuman dan. Discourse on the Necessity of hijra. Khartoum: Khartoum 
University Press, 1978.  
 
Secondary Readings:  
1) Euben, Roxanne L., and Muhammad Qaslm Zaman, eds. “Introduction.” In Princeton 
Readings in lslamist Thought: Texts and Contexts from al-Banna to Bin Laden, 1-48. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009.   
2) Peters, Rudolph. Jihad in Classical and Modern Islam. 2nd ed. Princeton: Markus 
Weiner, 2005.  
 
Seminar 5: Anticolonial Violence and the Iranian Revolution 
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Primary Text: Shariʻati, Ali. “Jihad and Shahadat.” In Jihād and Shahādat: Struggle and 
Martyrdom in Islam, edited by Mehdi Abeii and Gary Legenhausen. Houston, TX: Institute 
for Research and Islamic Studies, 1986.  
 
Secondary Readings:  
1) Davari, Arash. “A Return to Which Self? Ali Shari’ati and Frantz Fanon on the 
Political Ethics of Insurrectionary Violence.” Comparative Studies of South Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East 34.1 (2014): 86-105.  
2) Abrahamian, Ervand. “'Ali Shari'ati: Ideologue of the Iranian Revolution.” 
Middle East Research and Information Project Reports 102, Islam and Politics 
(1982): 24-28. 
 
Seminar 6: Irish Socialism and the Critique of Empire 
 
Primary Text: Connolly, James. “Empire and Revolution.” In The Revolutionary and Anti-
Imperialist Writings of James Connolly 1893–1916, edited by Conor McCarthy, 193-222. 
Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 2016. 
 
Secondary Reading: Cleary, Joe. “The Meaning of Disaster: the Novel and the Stateless 
Nation in Ghassan Kanafani’s Men in the Sun.” In Literature, Partition and the Nation-State: 
Culture and Conflict in Ireland, Israel and Palestine, 186-225. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002.  
 
Seminar 7: Anticolonial Communism and the Black Atlantic 
 
Primary Texts:  
1) James, C.L.R. “The Revolutionary Answer to the Negro Problem in US.” Fourth 
International 9.8 (1948): 242-251.  
2) McKay, Claude. “Report on the Negro Question: Speech to the 4th Congress of the 
Comintern, Nov. 1992.” International Press Correspondence 3 (1923): 16-17.  
3) Du Bois, W.E.B. “Application for Membership in the Communist Party.” 1961. 
http://credo.library.umass.edu/view/full/mums312-b153-i071 .  
 
Secondary Readings:  
1) Ravandi-Fadai, Lana. ““Red Mecca”—The Communist University for Laborers of the 
East (KUTV): Iranian Scholars and Students in Moscow in the 1920s and 1930s,” 
Iranian Studies 48.5 (2015): 713-727. 
2) Feldman, Leah. “Red Jihad: Translating Communism in the Muslim Caucasus.” 
Boundary 2 43.3 (2016): 221-249. 
 
Seminar 8: Marxist Subalternity: Gramsci’s Social Revolution 
 
Primary Text: Gramsci, Antonio. “Socialism and Marxism 1917-1918.” In The Antonio 
Gramsci Reader: Selected Writings, 1916-1935, edited by David Forgacs, 29-53. New York: 
New York University Press, 2000.  
 
Secondary Readings:  
1) Anderson, Perry. “The Heirs of Gramsci.” New Left Review 100 (2016): 71-97. 
2) Srivistava, Neelam. “Frantz Fanon in Italy. ” Interventions 17.3 (2015): 309-328. 
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Seminar 9: Civil Disobedience and the Legacies of North American Slavery  
 
Primary Texts:  
1) Thoreau, Henry David. “Resistance to Civil Government.” In Thoreau: Political 
Writings, edited by Nancy L. Rosenblum, 1-22. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996. 
2) Douglass, Frederick. “The Color Line.” North American Review (1881): 567-577. 
3) Mehanna, Tarek.“ Tarek’s Sentencing Statement.” 2012.  
http://www.salon.com/2012/04/13/the_real_criminals_in_the_tarek_mehanna_case/	  . 
 
Secondary Readings:  
1) March, Andrew F. “A Dangerous Mind?” The New York Times. April 21, 2012. 
2) Jenco, Leigh Kathryn. “Thoreau’s Critique of Democracy.” The Review of Politics  
65.3 (2003): 355-381. 
 
Seminar 10: Messianic Violence and Secular Doubt: Benjamin, Arendt, Fanon  
 
Primary Texts:  
1) Benjamin, Walter. “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” In Illuminations: Essays 
and Reflections, edited by Hannah Arendt and translated by Harry Zone, 253-264. 
New York: Schocken Books, 1969. 
2) Arendt, Hannah. “A Special Supplement: Reflections on Violence.” New York Review 
of Books. February 27, 1969.  
 
Seminar 11: Workshop final papers 
 
Please bring enough copies of your drafts of your final papers for everyone to read through 




1) One 2,000 word commentary assignment involving discussion of two or more course 
readings (40%) 
 
2) 3,000 word coursework essay engaging with course readings (60%) 
 
Final Commentary Guidelines 
Commentaries should be based on the 15-20-minute oral presentations that each of you will 
have given in class. They need not follow a conventional format (notes are acceptable), but 
they should demonstrate close engagement with the assigned text(s). Mostly importantly, 
they should contain thought provoking questions. You are advised to produce a draft of these 
commentaries prior to your presentations and then to revise them afterwards, prior to 
submission. While you should reference two or more course readings, it is expected that you 
will focus on the readings for one seminar only. Please consult with me if any aspect of this 
assignment is unclear. 
 
Final Paper Guidelines 
You are encouraged to be creative and inventive in your choice and treatment of topic. 
Closely textual analysis is extremely important. You will not be assigned questions or topics 
unless requested; do make sure to discuss your choices with me prior to submission. Please 
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use Chicago style citation in the text of your essay and include a bibliography. Essays should 
be double-spaced and page numbers should be marked. Make sure to proofread for typos. 
Essays will be workshopped in class, so address your arguments and observations to your 




Further Recommended Readings 
(You are encouraged to consult the sources below while brainstorming for your final papers.) 
 
I. Primary Sources 
 
Arendt, Hannah. On Violence. New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1970. 
 
Baliauri, Toma. “Dialectics of Filiation and Affiliation: Toma Baliauri’s Testament and the 
Archive of Anticolonialism.” Translated by Rebecca Gould. Interventions: International 
Journal of Postcolonial Studies 13.4 (2011): 640-650. 
 
Baldwin, James. The Fire Next Time. New York: Dial Press, 1963. 
 
Césaire, Aimé, Discourse on Colonialism. New York: Monthly Review Books, 1972.  
 
Clastres, Pierre. Society Against the State: Essays in Political Anthropology Trans. Robert 
Hurley (New York: Zone, 1987). 
 
Che Guevara, Guerrilla Warfare (New York: Harper Perennial, 2010[1961]). 
  
Du Bois, W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015 [].  
 
Fanon, Frantz. L’an  de la révolution algérienne (Sociologie d’une revolution). Paris: 
François Maspero, 1968. 
 
——— . Peau Noire, Masques Blancs. Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1952. 
 
——— . Black Skin, White Masks. Translated by Charles Lam Markmann. New York: Grove 
Press, 1991. 
 
———. Les Damnés de la Terre. Paris: Editions La Découverte et Syros, 2002. 
 
———. A Dying Colonialism. Translated by Haakon Chevalier. New York: Grove Press, 
1965. 
 
Freire, Paolo. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Translated by Bergman Ramos M. London: 
Penguin, 1996. 
 
Genet, Jean. “Four Hours in Shatila.” Journal of Palestine Studies 12.3 (1983): 3-22. 
 
Gilroy, Paul. The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1993.  
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Hughes, Langston. I Wonder as I Wander. New York: Hill & Wang, 1993.  
 
James, C.L.R. The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L’ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution. 
Edited by James Walvin. London: Penguin, 2001.  
 
Pshavela, Vazha. “Cosmopolitanism and Patriotism.” Translated by Rebecca Gould. 
Asymptote 23. 2016.  
 
Qutb, Sayyid. The Sayyid Qutb Reader: Selected Writings on Politics, Religion, and Society. 
Edited by Albert J. Bergesen. London: Routledge, 2007. 
 
Sartre, Jean-Paul. “Preface.” In The Wretched of the Earth, translated by Constance 
Farrington, 7-34. New York: Grove Press, 1961. 
 
Tolstoy, Leo. Hadji Murat. Translated by Hugh Aplin. London: Hesperus Classics, 2003 
[1912]. 
 
Weber, Max. Weber: Political Writings. Edited by Peter Lassman and Ronald Speirs . 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994.  
 
II. Contemporary Postcolonial Engagements 
 
Afary, Janet and Kevin B. Anderson. Foucault and the Iranian Revolution. Gender and the 
Seduction of Islamism. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005.  
 
Buck-Morris, Susan. “Hegel and Haiti.” Critical Inquiry 26.4 (2000): 821-865. 
 
Gould, Rebecca. Writers and Rebels: The Literature of Insurgency in the Caucasus. New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2016.  
 
---. “The Lonely Hero and Chechen Modernity: Interpreting the Story of Gekha the Abrek.” 
Journal of Folklore Research 51.2 (2014): 199-222. 
 
---. “Topographies of Anticolonialism: The Ecopoetical Sublime in the Caucasus from 
Tolstoy to Mamakaev.” Comparative Literature Studies 50.1 (2013): 87-107. 
 
Ghamiri-Tabrizi, Behrooz. Foucault in Iran: Islamic Revolution after the Enlightenment 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016. 
 
Forsdick, Charles and Christian Høgsbjerg, eds. The Black Jacobins Reader. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2017.  
 
Mbembe, Achille. De la Postcolonie: Essai sur l’imagination politique dans l’Afrique 
Contemporaine. Paris: Karthala, 2000.  
 
Spivak, Gayatri. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In: Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, 
edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, 271-313. Basingstoke: Macmillan 
Education, 1988.  
 
III. Journals and Resources for Contemporary Postcolonial Studies 
	   7	  
 




Journal of Postcolonial Inquiry 
 
Postcolonial Studies Association (UK) 
 
Northern Postcolonial Network (UK) 
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Theorising Violence: Colonial Encounters and Anticolonial Reactions 
Reflection in Advance of Final Essay 
 
These questions are intended to stimulate your thinking, not to provide a precise outline of 
what you should focus on. You are welcome to combine these questions in different ways than 
those proposed here or to think of additional questions and areas of inquiry. 
 
Major Themes and Questions Emerging from our Class, Readings and Discussions 
1) Sociology and Revolution: At least three of the writers we have read considered 
themselves sociologists. How does the theory and literature of anticolonial insurgency 
propagate a new form of knowledge? What, if anything, is new about anticolonial 
violence in sociological terms? Does anticolonialism (or postcolonialism) envision a 
theory of the state different from that of prior eras? Is there a new conception of the 
subject? Of the relation between the state and the subject? (Shariati, Fanon, DuBois) 
2) Marxism and Transnational Solidarity:  Marxism appears to be a necessary condition 
for transnational solidarity in the struggle against colonialism. How do you account 
for Marxism’s centrality to anticolonial movements? (Connolly, C.L.R. James, 
DuBois, McKay, Fanon, Shariati, Benjamin, Gramsci) 
3) Race and Class: Does a politically awakened class consciousness function as a 
vaccination against racial prejudice? Or does the problem of race persist even within 
Marxist and anticolonial reflection? (Connolly, McKay)   
4) The Role of Religion in Stimulating, Sustaining, and Legitimating Violence: How 
does religion transform the internal content of violence, making the illegitimate 
exercise of force legitimate and vice-versa? How does Benjamin’s distinction 
between law-preserving and law-making violence illuminate key issues and dynamics 
within other texts we have read? (Benjamin, Shariati, Fanon as a Foil)  
5) The Tension between Political Revolution and Women’s Liberation: There are very 
few women on our reading list. Why and how has women’s contribution to 
anticolonial movements been obscured? How do the writers on our list conceptualize 
women’s contribution to anticolonial revolution? (Fanon, Arendt) 
6) Revolution: What is revolution, according to our writers? How is anticolonial 
revolution similar to and different from revolution in general? 
7) The State: How do our writers envision the role of the state? Do they support 
anarchy? Do they conceive of the state playing a role in a liberated postcolonial 
society different from the role it plays under colonialism? How does Gramsci’s 
understanding of hegemony illuminate key themes in our other readings? (Thoreau, 
Mehanna) 
8) Colonialism: What, on the basis of our readings, is colonialism? What is 
colonialism’s relationship to imperialism? Is there such a thing as a global ‘form’ of 
colonialism, that applies to all times and places? You may want to distinguish among 
different kinds of colonialism (and anticolonialism) that we have encountered in our 
readings for this essay.  
